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The origins of this collaborative teaching endeavor can be traced to 2015, when Dr. Jennifer Fredette, faculty in political
science, first offered students in her Political Science 4902 course, Law and Colonialism, the choice of either taking a final exam or
writing a paper exploring colonialism while including original research using primary sources from library special collections. Most
students in the class were undergraduates; a handful were graduate students. Jennifer, seeing the possibilities in special collections,
then participated in the first iteration of the Libraries’ Reimagining the Research Project workshop (Saines et al., 2018). The
collaborative workshop brings Ohio University librarians and faculty together to evaluate and improve student research skills in the
interest of improving learning outcomes and fostering student success. As a result of her first foray into working with special
collections combined with her collaborative work with then political science subject librarian Hilary Bussell, in 2016, Jennifer made
the research project a required part of the course.
The collaboration truly transformed in 2016 when Jennifer, current political science subject librarian Paul Campbell, and
special collections librarian Miriam Intrator, came together determined not only to create an opportunity for students to engage in
active learning using original materials, but also to improve students’ understanding of different types of resources, of how to
identify, locate, evaluate, use, and cite them, and thus to improve the quality of their research projects. In addition to shifting the
project from an option to a requirement, Jennifer enthusiastically agreed to bring her class into the library for multiple sessions.
Moving away from the one-shot instruction session and from the one-time show-and-tell special collections session reflects a broader
change in library instruction.

LIBRARIAN PERSPECTIVES
Subject Librarian
In recent years Paul has been thinking more critically about his own pedagogical development and seeking out areas in
which he could improve. Growing tired of one-shot instruction that was clearly ineffective in teaching the principles of Information
Literacy, he has been dramatically moving toward multiple library sessions within each upper-level course. However, he needed a
case-study that demonstrated the benefits of multiple sessions to wary faculty and this collaboration was prime opportunity. By
regularly using this collaboration as a prime example of the benefits of strong faculty/librarian relationships, faculty are more willing
to entertain the notion of multiple sessions in the library.
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Special Collections Librarian
As special collections librarian, working with Paul and Jennifer exemplifies how Miriam would always prefer to work with
classes and faculty, which in turn reflects how the field of special collections librarianship has and continues to evolve. 1 First, leaving
behind any antiquated notions that a session in special collections consists of a passive show-and-tell in which students are shown
interesting old books and other objects, are lectured to about them, and then are expected to be engaged or to retain anything from
the session. Second, seeking to increase a student’s comfort with original materials and understanding of primary sources. In order
to facilitate this transition, students have to be allowed to handle materials, to physically interact with the collections. The first and
second point lead directly into the third, which is to decrease the special collections intimidation factor. Often students do not think
of special collections as being intended for them or accessible to them. Miriam strives to convince students that, in fact, the opposite
is true. Fourth, working to deepen engagement with faculty, students, and the broader OHIO community. This includes offering
multiple sessions in special collections, holding materials for students in particular classes to physically engage with over the course
of a semester, reaching out to classes, faculty, and departments that have never worked with special collections previously, and
communicating and collaborating with the Libraries’ subject librarians.2

NEGOTIATION
As previously discussed, this collaboration arose from the Reimagining the Research Assignment Workshop in which
Jennifer participated. Thankfully, this meant that the librarians were collaborating with a faculty member who already appreciated
the involvement of the library within her courses. As this particular political science course is only listed in the fall, the three
collaborators met the prior summer to discuss when during the semester each of the library sessions should take place and what
should be covered. Originally, there were only two sessions planned but the librarians wanted more time with the students and the
faculty member wanted better outcomes. They settled on three sessions with an additional optional drop-in session with the librarians.
The library sessions were then carefully aligned with the scaffolded assignment due dates. From there the three discussed what each
session’s learning outcomes would be and how each would be met.

SESSIONS
Over the course of the past two fall semesters they scheduled three library sessions as well as two optional drop-in sessions
to provide students the opportunity for additional research guidance from Paul and Miriam. Paul and Miriam assigned Frames to
each session for their own internal, planning purposes.3
Session 1 Topic: Hands-on with Rare Books Relevant to Possible Research Project Questions
Assigned frames and material covered:
1.

2.

Searching as Strategic Exploration
a.

Mechanics of library searching

b.

Exploring secondary books on possible topic

c.

How to search OHIO special collections

Research as Inquiry

1

For an overview of and reflection on this ongoing evolution see Melissa A., Hubbard, Robert H. Jackson, and Arnold Hirshon, eds., Forging the
Future of Special Collections, Chicago: Neal-Schuman, 2016.
2

For inspiration see Anne Bahde, Heather Smedberg, and Mattie Taormina, eds., Using Primary Sources: Hands-On Instructional Exercises, Santa
Barbara, CA: Libraries Unlimited, 2014; Horowitz, S.M. "Hands-On Learning in Special Collections: A Pilot Assessment Project." Journal of
Archival Organization 12, no. 3-4 (October 2, 2014): 216-229; Eleanor Mitchell, Past or Portal?: Enhancing Undergraduate Learning through
Special Collections and Archives, Chicago: Association of College and Research Libraries, 2012; Tomberlin, J., and M. Turi. "Supporting Student
Work: Some Thoughts About Special Collections Instruction." Journal of Library Administration 52, no. 3-4 (April 1, 2012): 304-312.
3

For more see Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy, Developed by the ACRL RBMS1-SAA2 Joint Task Force on the Development of
Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy, Summer 2017 and Sara Maurice Whitver and Kate Matheny, “Re-framing Information Literacy for the
Special Collections Classroom,” Poster presented at: Conference of the Association of College and Research Libraries, 2017 22-25 March,
Baltimore, MD.
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a.

Research is never a linear line

b.

Allow search results to raise new and additional questions about possible topic
i.

How do primary sources inform our approach to research?

Session 2 Topic: Finding Articles
Assigned frames and material covered:
1.

2.

Scholarship as Conversation
a.

Purpose(s) of scholarly communication

b.

Scholarship exists in many formats

c.

Mining citations for additional resources and for primary sources

Information has Value
a.

Citation

b.

Intellectual property

c.

Offers influence
i.

d.

Non-monetary value

Information privilege

Session 3 Topic: Exploring Differences between Sources
Assigned frames and material covered:
1.

2.

Information Creation is a Process
a.

Identify a primary source item from special collections to potentially use for project

b.

Articulate how the identified primary source would be used and cited

Authority is Constructed and Contextual
a.

Different types of authority: Expert analysis versus first-hand account

b.

Explain why the identified primary source would be authoritative in the context of the project.

ACTIVE LEARNING
Primary, Secondary, or Tertiary
For this activity, the librarians had each table of students try to define what would qualify a source as either primary,
secondary, or tertiary. Although this was an upper-level course, it was clear that students were not able to clearly define each source
type. To delve deeper into teaching the differences between source types, the subject librarian presented a variety of items for the
students to evaluate and assign a source type. The selected items included a song, political television ad, concert poster, original
artwork, magazine ad, history book, textbooks, and the final item was Wikipedia. The librarians purposely selected items with the
intent of making the activity more and more difficult.
Once students came to a consensus as to which source type an item would most commonly fit under, Paul added a layer of
complexity to the question, asking, “What would be a research question/topic in which the item would be primary source?” It was
clear that this activity really made students expand their own definition of a primary source. In this activity the librarians were able
to emphasize the concept that primary sources can be fluid and thus are not easily categorized.
Follow the Thread: Tertiary to Secondary to Primary
In this activity, the librarians provided each group of students with a broad topic related to colonialism and tasked them
with finding a tertiary source on the topic. Then, using the reference list from the tertiary source each team had to identify a secondary
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source. Using the library’s resources each team had to find and access the secondary source. Finally, from the reference list of the
secondary source each team had to identify a primary source that had been used in the creation of that secondary source. Once they
completed this process, each team presented to the rest of the class what they found and how they had found it.
For example, a group may have used a subject specific encyclopedia (or even Wikipedia) as their tertiary source. Using the
references from the tertiary source they are able to identify a scholarly article on the topic. Once they are able to locate the scholarly
article on the topic using the library’s databases they are able to identify the primary source(s) the scholar used to write the article.
The librarians had three different learning goals with this activity. First, their experience aligns with what Garrison (2018)
points out in his article, namely that there is a need to address student perceptions on the proper use of tertiary sources, specifically
Wikipedia, within the research process. Students often confuse the benefits of using a tertiary source in their research process to gain
a broader understanding of a topic with the inappropriateness of citing a tertiary source within their academic writing. Second, Paul
and Miriam wanted students to see first-hand that moving from tertiary to secondary to primary sources means that each source type
becomes increasingly narrow and more specific. Third, they wanted to demonstrate how tertiary sources can be used in the research
process to better familiarize a person with broad topics, to help narrow an overly broad topic, to find related concepts, and to identify
alternative keywords.
Activity: Look See Think Wonder
This active learning worksheet has been inspired by and adapted from materials provided by the Library of Congress as
well as Dartmouth’s Librarians’ Active Learning Institute (LALI). Paul and Miriam are extremely grateful for their examples as they
use this activity with virtually every special collections instruction session scheduled, making revisions and adaptations as needed
in order to meet the specific learning objectives or assignment needs of any particular class.
The basic premise of the activity is as follows:
•

Original materials relevant to a course or to a specific assignment are placed on all the tables in the classroom, one item or
set of related items per seat. Students are told to sit anywhere they want, and not to worry about which seat they select as
they will be moving around. Prior to beginning the activity, Paul and Miriam ask students to define a primary source.

•

Students are given 2-4 minutes, depending on the length of the class session, to LOOK: examine all the items at their table,
not only the item in front of them at the table.

•

Students are asked to rotate, by table, to the next table in the room, clockwise, continuing until every student has had the
opportunity to examine and handle every item in the room.

•

Students are given a minute or so to return to the one item they are most interested in or curious about. No more than two
students may select the same item, which maximizes their learning through working on the worksheet individually or in
pairs and through the group discussion of the selected items.

•

Once each student has selected an item or set of items the librarians hand out the worksheet and a pencil. Students are told
that they are now the researcher, examining a primary source, and analyzing it on their own. Therefore, there are no wrong
answers.

•

The worksheet asks students to SEE: describe their item(s); THINK: Explain what the item(s) may mean, or why it’s
important or interesting; WONDER: Ask what else they would like to know about the item(s). And finally students are
asked to complete the sentence, “I picked this item because …”

Based on Jennifer’s learning objectives the librarians added in space for students to make note of any information they
would need in order to correctly cite their item. While they do not have to worry (yet) about structuring a perfect citation, the goal
is to ensure that they document all the identifying detail they would need when creating a citation.
In 2017, the librarians added an additional element to the worksheet and session. After the above steps were completed,
students had a few minutes to take out a laptop (or one of the Google Chromebooks available in the active learning classroom), and
to briefly research their selected item.
Finally, the librarians lead a discussion in which each student is asked what they selected, why they selected it, why they
think it’s important or interesting, and what they are wondering about it. If and when possible, Paul, Miriam, or Jennifer answer their
questions. Adding the research step turned out to be very effective as students found they were often able to answer their own
questions, or research only raised more questions, or they found a related thread that they were excited to follow further.
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CONCLUSIONS
For a subject librarian, this experience was the first of its kind. This collaboration worked so well that it will be the model
for future special collections collaborations in Paul’s other subject areas. Specifically, Paul is exploring how to include the intake
documents from 1874 from the local mental hospital in his psychology subject area.
After the librarians graded the bibliographies of student papers, it was clear there was high level of student confidence in
identifying what a primary source was and the role it plays in research. Conversely, it was also apparent that students were not as
confident in finding and evaluating secondary peer-reviewed sources. Future iterations of this course will address this by having an
additional class period in the library with the subject librarian in order to explore article databases.
From a special collections perspective, promoting the collections and instructional offerings and developing relationships
with faculty occurs without having subject or departmental liaison responsibilities (Samuelson & Coker, 2013). Therefore, the
primary goal is to develop strong and effective relationships with the subject librarians who do have direct connections to faculty
and students in their assigned departments (Totleben & Birrell, 2016). Miriam pursues other means of promotion and relationship
development as well. For example, exploring each semester’s course schedule as it is posted in order to find classes for which special
collections has relevant materials. Outreach outside of departments to different campus and student groups and organizations. These
could range from a geography or astronomy club to a writing or book group. Make it a point to attend campus events whenever
possible in order to meet new people and to become a known, familiar, and friendly face. Seek out and be willing and open to
collaborate in non-instructional capacities such as curating exhibitions and event and workshop planning. Outreach to the
surrounding community as well. Special collections has been developing a K-12 outreach and instruction program, for example, that
is slowly growing and highly impactful (Bahde, 2011).
A leading factor in all of these outreach and instruction efforts is the belief that special collections is not a museum. The
collections exist to be used, and that means being handled. While it can be difficult to strike a balance between access and
preservation, it is vital to changing no longer relevant ideas about special collections being musty, old, boring, pretentious, and
inaccessible. Collaborations such as this one seek to empower students to be active participants in their own learning and to offer
enough variety in materials and activities to reach students with visual, tactile, aural, and other learning styles. Special collections is
fortunate to be able to offer students a hands-on, interactive experience with original materials. One that all of us hope, and often
find, is memorable and impactful.
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APPENDIX A
If you have not yet collaborated with your institution’s special collections librarian, here are some questions you may want
to consider asking. Keep in mind that you can also approach local historical societies, museums, and other cultural heritage
institutions, and mine the ever-growing pool of digital primary sources, if your library does not have its own historical
collections:
● What types of materials do you collect?
● How may these relate to my work with _ department/faculty member/class/group?
● How does a typical special collections instruction session work?
● Can you provide any examples of collaborative teaching you’ve already done?
● What is your perspective on teaching and learning best practices?
● Can I see/visit your collections?
● Can I bring faculty to see/visit your collections?

● How else can I get involved and work with you?

APPENDIX B
The authors acknowledge that not all academic libraries easy access to physical materials within an archive or special
collections. Many institutions have started placing their collections online and are accessible to the public.
● American Memory from the Library of Congress.
○

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html

● Chicago Collections.
○

http://explore.chicagocollections.org/

● Digital Archives at Ohio University.
○

https://www.library.ohio.edu/about/collections/digital-archives/

● Digital Collections of the New York Public Library.
○

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/

● Digital Public Library of America.
○

https://dp.la/

● Documenting the American South (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill).
○

http://docsouth.unc.edu/index.html

● Hathi Trust.
○

https://www.hathitrust.org/

● Internet Archive.
○
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APPENDIX C
This worksheet has been created by adopting ideas from a variety of other sources to fit the need of Ohio University Libraries. The
authors hope you will reuse/repurpose it for your needs.
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